-Henry Louis Gates, The Signifying
Monkey
To be inauthentic is sometimes the best way to be real.
-Paul Gilroy," to be real': The Dissident Forms of Black Expressive Culture"
On the dedication page of the Grove Press, English translation of The Blacks: A clown Show Genet asks, "what exactly is a black?" This is a question which has been intensely engaged by African diasporic writers from Frantz Fanon to Henry Louis Gates, Jr. to Paul Gilroy and by African diasporic cultures generally. Yet when asked by a white Frenchman, the question seems to serve different ends. Fanon's denial of the ontological grounds of racial identity comes in a cultural context where crude racial stereotypes are still very much in place. Gates's and Gilroy's statements about 1 the constructed or performative nature of racial identity are an attempt to retain the political power of black communal identity in an era of radical deconstruction of identity. All three writers are speaking primarily to black readerships. Genet's questioning, however, is directed first to white audiences in the presence of blacks, or perhaps, as Lorraine Hansberry claims, is "a conversation between white men about themselves"-and a conversation "haunted by guilt" and "steeped in the romance of racial exoticization" (Hansberry 42) .
To some readers and audiences, the play The Blacks, Genet's incendiary satire on racism and colonialism, is itself innately racist and neo-colonialist. And yet, the question "What exactly is a black?" comes from a playwright who, around 1970, became involved with the Black Panthers, and later supported the Algerian revolution and the PLO. Genet's sympathy with the struggles of people of color against oppression led his translator to call Genet a "white Negro," and Genet himself to refer to himself as "a black man who happens to have white or pink skin."' Is Genet a "black" man in a "white" mask-an outsider to white culture even though he is himself white-or is he simply reviving American theater's horrendously racist tradition of blackface minstrelsy? Eric Lott, a cultural theorist of blackface minstrelsy, suggests a complication to my either/or question. Lott suggests that American blackface minstrelsy was itself a deeply ambivalent practice which reflected "a mixed erotic economy of celebration and exploitation" (or, more simply, "love and theft") of black culture by whites. That is, blackface minstrelsy presents "a dialectical flickering of racial insult and racial envy, moments of domination and moments of liberation, counterfeit and currency, a pattern at times amounting to no more than the two faces of racism, at others gesturing toward a specific kind of political or sexual danger, and all constituting a peculiarly American structure of racial feeling." It is this dialectical structure of American racial feeling, though in a more contemporary form than that of nineteenthcentury blackface minstrelsy, which I want to explore through a reading of The Blacks. This play both studies and enacts the dialectical structure of the white gaze-a study and a performance, I 2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] , Art. 8 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1539
argue, that cannot, at least in the current and historical context of global politics, take place outside of white guilt.
The image of racial transvestism used to characterize Genet encapsulates a major ambivalence in his play: the phrase "white Negro" both essentializes the racial categories of "white" and "Negro" and shows them to be transgressable constructs. Combining incantations and demystifications of "blackness" (as well as of "whiteness"), Genet's play refuses to take "race" as a given, even as it dramatizes the impossibility of this refusal. At the same time, the politics of asking the question "what exactly is a black?" is complex, and it matters a great deal who is asking the question, and in what context. Who is empowered by the affirmation of racial authenticity? Who is empowered by its deconstruction? Do both racism and its overthrow hinge on beliefs in the reality or facticity of race? Does a derealizing of race throw racial politics into a crisis? Or can-and should-there be a racial politics divested of the reality of race? These are some of the questions Genet both poses and evades in The Blacks.
After The Blacks' successful run in Paris, it achieved a great deal of acclaim and popularity in its American run off-Broadway, and left a wave of dramatic responses to it, from playwrights as notable and diverse as Lorraine Hansberry, Amiri Baraka, Adrienne Kennedy, ntozake shange, and George C. Wolfe.' The Blacks' setting was originally read as Africa or the West Indies; however, Genet's play, written in France by a Frenchman, has been a disturbing and provocative text for many African American dramatists, and these dramatic responses in turn create a context of American racial politics, philosophy, and history (particularly the historical phenomenon of minstrelsy, the first theatrical tradition to be developed by whites on American soil) from which to reevaluate the play. While The Blacks was written during the time of the American civil rights movement's struggle for equality between blacks and whites in the 1950s, the struggle that The Blacks reflects on is one of a real crisis over the authenticity of "black identity"-a struggle more characteristic of later decades. The Blacks' insistence on the very real ways in which the identities of "black" and "white" are lived and socially enforced, and the play's simultaneous argument that these body-identities are ultimately fictional, prefigures major issues and paradoxes of current African A brief plot outline of The Blacks will suggest some of the complexity and novelty of that form, and will make evident both Genet's refusal to take race-any race-as a given, and his devious pleasure in ferreting out and dis-playing the inherent theatricality of racial identities. Onstage, The Blacks presents a playwithin-a-play-or rather a play-within-a-play-within-a-play. In the play most within, the "Negroes"-Archibald, Village, Bobo, Snow, Felicity, Virtue, and Diouf-ritualistically re-enact, before a "white" "Court," the rape and murder of a "white woman" by a "black" man. The "white Court" then travels to the "black jungle" to seek revenge. The "Court," however, is played by "black actors" (or black actors playing black actors) in White Masks. Masking 4 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] and "intended for a white audience" (4) . Genet feels that these "white" specifications repeat the "black" specifications of the previous page; the recognition of the "black" race implies that of the "white" race simultaneously, in that one race is not recognized as such except in opposition to another. White producers and white spectatorship seem to be implicit in the idea of a black spectacle.
Furthermore, the white audience-or rather, the whiteness of the audience-is as much a player in The Blacks as the black(ness of the) actors. So salient is the structure of white spectators gazing at the spectacle of black actors to this production of color, that Genet will go to all lengths to achieve it:
[I]f, which is unlikely, [The Blacks] is ever performed before a black audience, then a white person, male or female, should be invited every evening. The organizer of the show should welcome him formally, dress him in ceremonial costume and lead him to his seat, preferably in the front row of the orchestra. The actors will play for him. A spotlight should be focused upon this symbolic white throughout the performance. (4) The symbolic presence of a white onlooker is more important than the presence of a real white person. (But what is a "real white person"? First of all, what is her or his color?) The staging of the "white gaze" here is a decade-before-the-fact parody of the trial of the "Soledad Brothers." Speaking of this and other trials of Black men and women, Genet writes, "a minimum of courtesy toward justice would require that the majority of the jury be Black, whether they live in the ghetto or not, but that they had known at least once the humiliation of a white gaze" ("The Black and the Red"). Paralleling feminist film theory's still inchoate (at the time) concept of the "male gaze," Genet's "white gaze" suggests not only a theatrical/juridical audience, but a more thoroughly surveillant white overseer built into the very ideological structure of American culture.
The literal foregrounding and spotlighting of the token white foreshadows a play which foregrounds and spotlights skin color. In doing so, Genet exaggerates the black-white dialectic into absurdity. After he specifies that at least one white spectator must be present, Genet continues: "But what if no white person accepted?
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] Even their method of making their makeup is part of the blackface. Their crude charcoal and spit, contrasting with whites' flowers, are organic properties which show the races they encode to be social and theatrical manufactures. Archibald's description of the application of blackface plays off of and ridicules the binarism of white civility vs. black primitivism. Archibald's ridicule goes further: white spectators are pleased by blacks, perhaps want to see blacks only when they are deep-black, soot-black. In fact, the whiteness of the whites is a product of the blacking-up of the blacks. The fact that "you are white" comes only after "the blacks" make themselves contrastingly black. ("The blacks" are likewise not "black" before they make themselves "black.") Throughout the play, as in this speech, almost every reference to blackness is immediately contiguous to a reference to whiteness, and vice versa.
The references are tellingly asymmetrical. As whites adorn themselves with flowers, blacks adorn themselves with black makeup.
As blacks make themselves black, whites are pleased-and are white. Furthermore, their characterization as white immediately produces their characterization as spectators, as if "spectators" is the next unit along a chain of connotations. As whites are spectators, blacks are performers... . And what blacks perform is blackness, which makes whites white. The classificatory system circles in a tautological loop which never centers on reality-or rather, the loop of tautological performance becomes reality. The black makeup becomes black skin, that which makes blacks up, and makes them up to be black. This is of course not to deny the organic reality of skin color, but to suggest how skin color becomes perceptible, and to suggest further that to white audiences blackness seems more produced than whiteness, the "null" race.
Already blackened onstage once, Village is blackened even further in order to perform the "rape" and "murder" of a "white woman" before "the Court." Archibald directs Village to play blackness itself: "I order you to be black to your very veins. Pump black blood through them. Let Africa circulate in them. Let Negroes negrify themselves" (52). Both scenes of "blacking up" in-
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] , Art. 8 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1539 volve the application of both external and internal masks-masks which will then be worn as innate, bodily realities. "Let Negroes negrify themselves" ("Que les Negres se negrent," 66); this selfcontradiction and/or tautological order encapsulates and generates a whole complex of questions about race. If "negrify" means "to make (into a) Negro," then what are "Negroes" before they "negrify themselves"? Can these pre-"Negroes" ever resist "negrifying" themselves-and if so, what are they then? Maybe the "negrification" is unavoidable (as is "caucasification"). Maybe the pre-"Negro" can only be posited in retrospect after the "negrification" has occurred. The construction of the sentence implies that Negroes pre-exist and are agents of their own negrifying. Which comes first, the Negroes or the negrification? Or is such a causal structure even relevant to racial identity?
Village, under Archibald's direction, will "negrify" himself into stereotype:
Let Negroes negrify themselves. Let Negroes will "invent" and stage a primitivism and savagery which comes after and is already created by and demanded by whiteness and civility. Invention is offered up as a last-ditch form of agency within a hopelessly prescribed discourse. Archibald's description plays off the stereotype of primitive jungle-dwellers as creatures of the body prior to social codes. But the seemingly artless bodily primitivism-the black body untainted by civilization-the cannibalism, the odor, hiccoughs, belching, farting, dancing/ I are invented in the society of "white" spectatorship according to the highly theatrical codes of colonialism, racism and artistic representation. This notion of Blackness Itself-the ebony black African savage, one with nature, endowed with animal instincts un-fettered by conscience or reason-s created belatedly by a nostalgic civilization. The (white) Valet finds the Negroes "exquisitely spontaneous. They have a strange beauty. Their flesh is weightier ..." (19) . We know from Village's comments on his performance just before the Valet's intrusion that Village is carefully pacing his performance, is modulating when "to speed up or draw out [his] recital and [his] performance" (18), and is adjusting his sighs for the greatest effect. The appearance of spontaneity is craftily cultivated. The Valet, speaking "very affectedly," makes the unspontaneous (indeed highly prescribed) observation that Negroes are spontaneous. The observation, as well as the pronouncing of it, is affected by a tradition of negrification so pervasive that "blacks" and "whites" can no longer see each other outside of its codes. In other words, colonial discourse is not simply dominating, but hegemonic. It does not simply repress individuals; it enables and creates identities.
Hegemonic structures, further, operate most effectively through the production of desires and pleasures. In this way, the stereotype of "darkness itself" is not always expressly derogatory (at least not "intentionally" derogatory). The black male body of the white cultural imaginary can signify an intense physicality which is erotic and exotic as well as dangerous and terrifying. Eric Lott reads this phenomenon in blackface minstrelsy, whose performers and audiences may have found in blackface an erotic charge: [The] common white associations of black maleness with the onset of pubescent sexuality indicate that the assumption of dominant codes of masculinity in the United States was (and still is) partly negotiated through an imaginary black interlocutor . . . [W] hite male fantasies of black men undergird the subject positions white men grow up to occupy. This dynamic is, further, one whose results are far from given; its appropriations of "black" masculinity may or may not have racist results. But in thus mediating white men's relations with other white men, minstrel acts certainly made currency out of the black man himself, that obscure object of exchangeable desire. The stock in trade of the exchange so central to minstrelsy . . . was black culture in the guise of an attractive masculinity. (53) 10 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] , Art. 8 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1539
Technologies of race-combined inextricably with technologies of gender-produce a desired fantasy of "darkness itself!' The desire for imaginary "darkness itself" becomes very difficult to classify as either racist or non-racist.
Furthermore, the stereotype of "darkness itself" is not always propagated by whites (or by blacks in the service of supreme white pleasure). It is also an ideal which "blacks" create for themselves, not necessarily out of "false consciousness," but perhaps necessarily in deeply ambivalent and problematic forms. Some forms of the prescriptedness of the various roles and plays within The Blacks are obvious, literal, and repeatedly spotlighted: the stilted, dispassionate acting style and the conspicuous writtenness and predominance of the script(s), the artificial framing by the Mozart minuet, the many metadramatic comments. But other forms of prescriptedness are less obvious. Genet's overt, metadramatically marked scripts embody less tangible social scripts. Within the first few minutes of the play, the Governor rehearses his death speech by conspicuously holding a physical script in his hand (13) . What is being performed here and throughout the play is not, as many critics would have it, mere metadramatic trickery, but complex social theory about the representational foundations of "the real." Later, when Diouf tries to effect a non-violent reconciliation between blacks and whites, Archibald repeats "violently" that Diouf is wasting his time "since our speeches are set down in the script" (29). The establishment of the predominance of scripts-both literal and social-and the recognition of theatrical conventions-enacted both onstage and offstage, consciously and unconsciously-are vital to the rape-and-murder ritual enacted upon compulsion in the play-withinthe-play. The audience sees both the ritual's artifice and its frightening reality, both its prescriptedness and its present power, both the subjection of the actors to an always already written script and their agency, their potential to some extent to change the script or at least to differ with/from it. Genet's naming of cultural scripts as scripts and myths as myths (or, (53) . (Likewise, the Negroes hardly distinguish one white from another; indeed the ritual effects the subordination of all other differences into a dominant black/white racial opposition.) Genet's characters, true to his anti-realist aesthetic, overtly state motivations which are generally subtextual and unstated. Indeed, the enactors of a racial and racializing ritual may sincerely believe themselves to be acting in good faith according to the laws of an objective universal justice. Concepts of justice often appear to the individuals practicing them (within given specific judicial and penal systems) to be absolutely self-evident and natural. Furthermore, individuals enacting a given ritual may not see it as a ritual at all, and may see none of the symbolic significance to the act which Genet has his characters articulate, often in spite of themselves. In a passage which sounds to my ears uncannily close to the artfully ingenuous tone of a David Duke campaign speech, Genet caricatures the Judge's belief that he practices a disinterested, apolitical system of justice:
No, one can't hold all of Africa responsible for the death of a white woman. Nevertheless, there's no denying the fact that one of you is guilty, and we've made the journey for the purpose of bringing him to trial. According to our statutes-naturally. (98) That "naturally" both signals most sarcastically the Judge's bad faith and suggests that someone in the position of a Judge may indeed feel himself acting in good faith, according to the laws of nature. Institutionalized racism erases its own institutionalization to appear as nature, as justice. But Genet won't let such blindness off the hook. In the next few lines he goes in for the kill as he has the Judge say: "He killed out of hatred. Hatred of the color white. That was tantamount to killing our entire race and killing us till doomsday" (98). So much for not holding all of Africa responsible.
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] benefit from white supremacy-is systemic, even as we experience it individually. For both Bullins and Genet, white critics of white supremacy must confront their own white guilt; no critique of white supremacy can be honest or productive without the critic's self-recognition of his/her embodied investment in the system. But taking white guilt seriously also has its dangers. Indeed, in a culture of advanced and sophisticated racialism, white guilt is perhaps the most effective mode of race-reification-a mode practiced not so much by the characters within The Blacks as by the play itself, and perhaps by white audiences and critics of it. But even as The Blacks itself warns "Beware of whites who plead the Black cause," it evokes-and then cruelly revokes-a yearning desire to imagine alternatives to racial polarization, to blame and guilt. Or at least a desire to make that guilt productive.
Village, in protesting too much at the accusations made by Felicity and Snow that he desires the woman he rapes, thereby confesses to his own "jungle fever," a tangled knot of fascination and hatred, of eroticization and rape of the other. A long line of narratives before and after The Blacks, from Othello to Native Son to the media hyper-coverage of the Central Park Jogger incident, bear witness to the phenomenon that, culturally, racial differences are repeatedly sexualized in an image of violent copulation between a black male and white female. Such works and events, like The Blacks, suggest that fear of the racial other is inextricable from delight, and that eroticization and exoticization of that other are as complicit in the reproduction of racism (and sexism) as is
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] The Missionary's response undercuts Diouf 's humanistic idealism by equating harmony between blacks and whites with black submission to white domination.
For Genet, my desire to go from ritual to romance is yet one more absurd romanticization. The interaction between the symbolic black man (Village) and the symbolic white woman ("Diouf") is both a rape and not a rape, both a violation and a consensual, mutually pleasurable seduction. (Indeed The Blacks sees the desire for a purely political act of transgression as yet another absurd romanticization. In the world of The Blacks, there can be no interracial romance without rape, no rape without also romance.) The Mask boasts that Village's thighs fascinate "her," offers him rum and invites him into "her" bedroom. But Village then abstracts himself from "a Negro" into "a marketful of slaves, all sticking out their tongues" (74). Pluralizing himself in this image, he figures his act as not just rape, but gang rape. It is even more a gang rape in that Archibald, Bobo and Snow follow Village into the bedroom "in a procession, softly clapping their hands and stamping their feet" (74-75). Village even pauses to make sure the onlookers in the auditorium are following him. And of course we are-and are not; because we do not see the act in the bedroom, it becomes all the more colorful to the mind's eye. The ambiguity of the "rape" ritual as both rape and not-rape (and both murder and not-murder) can be read at least doubly: It blames the female victim for her own rape-victimization by representing her as a seductress who really wanted it anyway; and at the same time, it erases the possibility of any kind of "authentic" interracial love or attraction. Rape and murder, these most personal and impersonal (and political) of crimes, are, Genet suggests, the only see-able interactions between blacks and whites. While "black" and "white" are not ontological absolutes, they have become sociocultural absolutes.
Re-Inventing the Real
Yet if The Blacks is skeptical about reconfiguring black-white interactions, it more sanguinely gestures towards alternate scenarios for all-black casts. While the play-within-the-play theatricalizes the role-ness of all racial roles and the predominance of a prior script to which there is no outside-script, the presence of a play ontologically outside the play-within, and of blatant references to an audience and actors ontologically outside of the "outer" play, suggest (but also suspend) the possibility of alternatives to the ritual enacted. Perhaps even more importantly, I think, the play ultimately displaces the question of whether a real exists outside of representation to the question of who has power over representations of the real. The ultimate political power is the power to invent new ontologies, new realities.
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If rituals and theatricality seem to engulf every attempt to subvert them, if all relationships between and within races, and indeed the very notion of "race," seem to be always already prescripted and staged, is there any outside-theater? Can we go beyond the Big Black Buck, the white princess, the Sambo, the Queen, the Judge, and the lot? While there is an outside (of sorts) to the individual play The Blacks, there may be no outside to theatrical phenomena such as acting, making-up, building a character, learning how to be authentic. So the references to the real lives of characters may ring false. Archibald, for example, tells white viewers that "when we leave this stage, we are involved in your life. I am a cook, this lady is a sewing-maid, this gentleman is a medical student, this gentleman is a curate at St. Anne's . . ." ( 14). White viewers "know" that the black actors are, in "real life," no more a cook, sewing-maid, medical student, curate, etc. than the catafalque is occupied by a "real" corpse of a white woman.
(In fact, as viewers learn, the catafalque is empty.) White viewers of the American production "knew" that James Earl Jones, Roscoe Lee Browne, Louis Gossett, Cicely Tyson, and the rest of the cast were not cooks and sewing ladies playing black actors playing Negro savages, but black actors playing cooks and sewing-maids playing black actors playing Negro savages (in a kind of metastasized A-effect).
Nevertheless, the continuous references to many simultaneous ontological levels suggests that ontology itself is theatrically constituted, that "reality" is recognizable as such only in opposition to "fiction" or "performance." But even if all realityeffects are theatrically constituted, there still remain incontrovertible differences between theatrically-constituted realities and bald-faced lies. In The Blacks, Newport News's news of the "offstage" execution of a Negro traitor provides such an ontological critique of the onstage ritual. All the other "Negroes" wear evening clothes except for Newport News, the emissary from the "real" drama, who is barefooted and wears a woolen sweater. The woolen sweater and even the bare feet are as much costumes bearing encoded meanings as are the evening suits and dresses. The bare feet, for example, signify or represent an intimacy with nature untainted by civilization: the noble savage, or the savage downright, once again. Then again (especially if the sweater is a color other than black or white), Newport News's costume breaks out of the exaggerated black-and-white motif which is artificially maintained on so many levels in this play, and to which the "black tie" dress of the other black men visually contribute, albeit satirically. Newport News's costume, then, gestures toward a less artificially black-and-white political struggle. This struggle is over both visual images and the bodies which embody these images-both over the images of white power and over the whites in power. Newport News explains that the blacks aim "not only to corrode and dissolve the idea they'd like us to have of them" but also to "fight them in their actual persons, in their flesh and blood" (112). The other onstage blacks have been "present only for display" (112). The real struggle of blacks against white supremacy entails both physical bodies and the representation of racial identities.
When in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] Village's list of inventions suggests a general sense that things can be very different than they are. The specific images that he uses (all steeped in well-worn codes of sexual connotations), however, do not radically depart from the rhetorical figures of the old regime, but rather decenter these figures, most obviously in the pitless cherries. The two-wheeled wheelbarrow visualizes a shifting of the center of gravity and a redistribution of weight. The final two images decenter heterosexuality even within their context in a heterosexual courtship (in which the man brings gifts to the woman). The extra room in "a bed for three" would be superfluous for a man-woman binary coupling. The needle that pricks
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] , Art. 8 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1539 is a well-worn cliché for sexual penetration and embodies a phallocentric sex/gender system in which a man leaves a mark on the woman and in which the sexual act involves pain and violence. "Needles that don't prick" might metonymize a love-making without pain and violence, even if this figure does continue to metonymize the sexual acts of men and women in the pointed instrument of the men. These rhetorical figures suggest how deeply entwined sex/gender and race systems are, as well as how resistant they are to change. (As in the "Fuck Racism" T-shirts I recently saw, worn by an all-male black rap group.) Gestures of love may be so deeply naturalized as to be impossible either to purge, alienate, or disempower, even when the physical objects, such as needles, beds for two, and long golden hair are altered.
The promise that Virtue will help Village to re-choreograph love, and their departure hand-in-hand, present an almost Utopian image of mutuality and rebirth; that they turn their backs to the audience suggests, finally, a turn away from a performance before a white audience and toward one before a black audience, or perhaps even toward non-performance (is there such a thing?). The actors playing "the Court" have removed their masks; have they also removed the external and internalized white gazes from their self-presentations? Such a hoped-for performance, it seems, can only occur offstage, outside of a play written by a white man and intended for a white audience.
Perhaps The Blacks ultimately fails to imagine racial identities outside of white hegemony and white mythology. Certainly, Genet's The Blacks does not present "real" blacks, or even the possibility of "real" blacks, but rather presents, in all its ludicrousness and with relish, white mythologizing and eroticizing of "the Negro," and the mechanisms which encourage "blacks" to perform this role before a white gaze. To paraphrase Gilroy, sometimes to be grossly inauthentic is the best way to be honest. The Blacks candidly examines white mythology, and how this mythology may mask its whiteness and its mythological character both to "blacks" and to "whites."
In the end, Jean Genet is no "white Negro" or black man with pink skin (however much you complicate these terms, and however desirable such an identity might seem). white?"-and discovering only overdetermined and at the same time tautological answers to this question: a white is someone who plays the role of a white. The Blacks' satiric interrogation of all racial identities is so painfully ambiguous because it is permanently suspended not only in a dialectic of racism and antiracism, but also and more importantly in a dialectic of both reinforcing the black/white binary and invalidating it. The Blacks both asserts that "a black"-or "a white"-is, and simultaneously retorts that "a black"-or "a white"-is not.
Painful ambiguity, though, gave Genet immense pleasure. As a final statement on the play, I want to return to Ed Bullins's comment that "Jean Genet is a white, self-confessed homosexual with dead, white Western ideas-faggoty ideas about Black Art, Revolution, and people." Offensive as this comment is, it is insightful in that it suggests that Genet draws fundamentally on a gay sensibility and aesthetic in his treatment of racial relations. Genet is, I feel, drawing on a long tradition of gay camp, which uses radical laughter in questioning oppressive social structures and their imbrications in questions of ontology about gender and sexual identity. While the parallel is inexact, I suggest that Genet's theatrically self-conscious cross-racial casting in The Blacks is in the mode of gay camp's drag. Queer Theory has revalidated camp as a means of granting creative agency to subjects within a discourse that denies their subjectivity, and does so through the power of pleasure and laughter at the discourse itself. Perhaps what's most truly productive about The Blacks is that it offers a pleasurable (if painful and dangerous) form for blacks and whites in the same audience to take on the toughest issues of 28 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002] , Art. 8 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1539
